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Abstract

Many moral panic scholars have noted a general failure to examine emotion and media effects on
individuals in moral panic literature and have recommended a psychological approach to address this
problem. We propose that cognitive neoassociation theory, and especially the associationistic aspect, can
explain emotions and resulting actions generated by individuals in moral panics. We provide a theoretical
framework for the psychological and emotional course of moral panics through cognitive neoassociation
theory. We examine the specific case of businesses that were forced to rebrand from names containing
“Isis,” employing quantitative and qualitative methods to demonstrate the inadequacy of prevailing
theories and the explanatory power of cognitive neoassociation theory. We conclude with some further
directions for psychological research into moral panics.

Introduction

Moral panics are a mass social phenomenon in which a perceived social problem is blown out of
proportion and transformed in the popular consciousness into an existential threat to the very fabric of
society. Some are perennial themes, like youth violence, drug use or crime, while others, like the Satanic
Panic in the late 1990s, are one-offs. In each case, a certain deviant segment of society is sought and
molded into an evil, larger-than-life trope out to corrupt the youth, destroy Western civilization, or
generally cause havoc and chaos, depending on the exact flavor of the moral panic. This folk devil serves
to amplify fear, anger, and hostility and rile up the people. Of course, genuine concern about real social
problems can exist, but the moral panic is distinguished by the element of irrationality and
disproportionality, where the threat is grossly exaggerated (Critcher 2017).

The two main theories of the process of the moral panic are the elite-engineered model and the
interest-group model. The elite-engineered model takes a cynical view of the moral panic, arguing that it
is intentionally fomented by social elites for their own ends: distracting from other social problems or
diverting attention from themselves, etc. The elite-engineered model understands the moral panic as
primarily serving the interests of elites and as occurring in a top-down fashion, as the elites decide what
they want and compel the media to foment the panic accordingly (Goode and Ben-Yehuda 2009, pp.
62-66).
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The interest-group model identifies a third group between the public and the elites consisting of
various interest groups, professional organizations, and the media itself, which it asserts is largely
responsible for moral panics. Unlike in the elite-engineered model, these groups do genuinely believe in
the message of the moral panic and push out their message to a broader audience. In the interest-group
model, the moral panic does start from a place of genuine concern but is still carefully orchestrated by
civic society groups through the media, so it is still a top-down model of the moral panic (Goode and
Ben-Yehuda 2009, pp. 67-69).

An unfortunate consequence of the Cohen’s seminal 1972 sociological sketch of the moral panics
is that the study of moral panics has remained firmly in the domain of sociology ever since, to the point
that the field has neglected to examine the psychological factors in individuals that mediate media
framing and public reaction and has built itself upon the “implicit supposition that the public are naively
trusting of media” (Jewkes 2015, p. 100). In both the elite-engineered and interest group models,
“collective beliefs [are] ‘initiated from above’ and [are] transmitted from claims-makers to the wider
public” via the mass media, catalyzing the moral panic (Hier 2008, pp. 176-77). These models frame
moral panics as wholly sociological in nature and neglect the agency of individuals in moral panic
construction, instead treating them like gullible vessels who consume and believe mass media messaging
uncritically. The assumption of the simple, gullible audience is an established critique of moral panic
theory; some scholars even charge that “there is a built-in resistance [among moral panic scholars] to
investigating media audiences empirically.” (Critcher 2017) Academic discourse on moral panics has
always treated “emotion as a black box,” preferring instead broad sociological analysis that fails to
engage with how the moral panic actually manifests in the emotions of individuals (Walby and Spencer
2011, p. 110). Walby and Spencer further assert that moral panic research has yet to address how
“emotions [are] generated at the individual level” and how “emotions contribute to action” (Walby and
Spencer 2011, p. 104). Falkof (2018) argues that even the “words that are used to describe [moral panics]
– terms like repression, anxiety, even hysteria – point to the value of invoking a psychoanalytic register,”
rather than only a narrow sociological perspective (p. 9). Hier (2008) notes that the complex dynamics of
moralization within a moral panic, and in turn, the role of emotions within moralization, have been largely
neglected in moral panic research in favor of an overly narrow focus on the beliefs transmitted by the
media. Angelides (2004) bemoans the prevailing social deterministic mode of analysis that ignores the
moral panic’s psychological roots. Pearson and Charman (2011) also recognizes the value of a
psychological perspective, arguing that psychological analysis can “help explain public receptivity to
moral panic discourse” (p. 294).

There is also the grassroots model, which does not place the media in the primary role. The
grassroots model believes that although the media may appear to stir up a moral panic, media coverage
reflects already existing public concern latent in society, and often occurs because of grassroots advocacy
efforts (Goode and Ben-Yehuda 2009, pp. 55-62). However, the grassroots model also fails to
psychologically treat with the moral panic, and fails to examine media effects on individuals.

Our paper represents a first step towards reconceptualizing the moral panic as at once a
macroscopic sociological phenomenon and as the product of individual psychological processes. We
assert that the psychological processes mediating the connection between media coverage and the
emotions and acts of individuals are critical to a full understanding of the moral panic. We suggest that
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Berkowitz’s cognitive neoassociation theory provides a convincing model for these psychological
processes and explains many of the characteristics of a moral panic. We examine cognitive neoassociation
theory in the context of moral panics involving media. The applicability of the theory to moral panics in
which the media plays no role is out of scope. To demonstrate the value of Berkowitz’s theory, we will
examine the case of a moral panic involving businesses with names containing ‘Isis’ in the UK.

Cognitive Neoassociation Theory

The origins of cognitive neoassociation theory lie in the frustration-aggression hypothesis.
Dollard et al. (1939) succinctly proposed that “aggression is always a consequence of frustration,” and
that frustration necessarily results in aggression (p. 1). They defined frustration as specifically “an
interference with the occurrence of an instigated goal-response” (Dollard et al. 1939, p. 7). In other words,
if an individual is actively seeking to attain a certain goal, then any impediment that disrupts progress
towards the goal is a frustration. For example, a toddler may kick and scream as they are forcibly put to
bed, having been thwarted in their goal of staying awake, or an employee may engage in verbal
aggression if denied a raise by their employer.

Since Dollard et al.’s seminal work, much criticism has been leveled at their ambitious claim that
all frustration results in instigation to aggression and much research has been devoted to discovering
further relevant factors in the generation of the instigation to aggression from a frustration (Breuer and
Elson 2017). Berkowitz (1989), taking into account these criticisms, formulated cognitive neoassociation
theory, which has received strong empirical support and general acceptance (Berkowitz 1990). He
suggested that aggression was caused by aversive events via negative affect. The concept of aversive
events expands beyond Dollard et al.’s narrow conception of frustration to include any type of
unpleasantness or annoyances, like inclement weather, physical pain, or socially unpleasant experiences
(Berkowitz 2008). Negative affect is generated in greater or lesser strength from the aversive event
depending on various beliefs and attributions, e.g. whether or not the aversive event is perceived as
justified, whether it was expected, etc.. Negative affect therefore incorporates another common line of
attack against the frustration-aggression hypothesis about the importance of beliefs and attributions. For
example, if a frustration is believed to be justified or in line with social rules, then the instigation to
aggression is reduced.

Berkowitz (1962) examined the relationship between the generation of fear and anger, building
off of Miller (1941)’s suggestion that multiple instigations are produced by frustrations. Berkowitz
suggested that all frustrations produce a mix of fear and anger, and that in some cases, fear may even
predominate anger. For example, WWII air raid survivors reacted nearly exclusively with fear in the
moment, contradicting the frustration-aggression theory in its most basic form. Proceeding from this case,
Berkowitz suggested that situations in which fear predominated over anger occurred when the frustration
was very serious, since “as the intensity of [a] noxious stimulation increases...fear rises more rapidly in
intensity than does anger,” or when the individual had little ability to strike back at the frustrating agent
and prevent further noxious stimulation (pp. 44-45). Berkowitz weaved this idea into cognitive
neoassociation theory, postulating that the initial subconscious phase involved a branching out into either
rudimentary fear or rudimentary anger via fight-or-flight related tendencies (Berkowitz 2011).
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Importantly, Berkowitz viewed instigation to flight and instigation to aggression as a spectrum, produced
in greater or lesser relative amounts depending on the circumstances.

After negative affect is generated, it is then transformed into a primordial form of anger or fear by
a complex of subconscious factors, and sometimes further refined through conscious controlled
processing. The subconscious factors primarily consist of a network of associations, which link negative
affect with a variety of negative and aggressive or fearful feelings, memories, and physiological reactions.
Collins and Loftus (1975) indicate that this associative network is essentially Quillian (1967)’s theory of
spreading-activation networks in semantic processing. In short, various nodes representing semantic
concepts are linked together. A node is activated when the concept enters into conscious thought, but the
spreading-activation process is a form of automatic processing. Related nodes are in turn activated,
spreading out through the network. However, the activation strength decays with each link that is crossed,
decaying more when the link is weaker. The strength of each link represents the strength of the
association in the mind of an individual between the two concepts. Once a semantic memory search is
completed, all the nodes which it has passed through are considered to be “primed.” For some amount of
time, these primed nodes, and therefore related nodes, are easier to access. In the case of cognitive
neoassociation theory, if a concept is linked to aggression or flight-related nodes, aggressive or
flight-related thoughts and acts will be easier to access, causing changes in emotion and physiological
reactions (Berkowitz 1984).

Although concepts have natural semantic links, the strength of links are also affected by
individual factors and experiences. The strength of these networks may also reflect personality factors
(Bushman 1996). Critically, links become stronger the more they are used, and new links can be created
when nodes are activated simultaneously (Anderson and Bushman 2002). For example, an individual who
recently read an article on athletically-inclined writers might have an unusually strong link between
“writing” and “sports.” Or, an individual who witnessed an act of violence committed with a pumpkin
may now have a link between “pumpkin” and various aggressive nodes, since the “pumpkin” node and
aggressive nodes were simultaneously activated by that event. In that sense, certain concepts can take on
aggressive or flight-related meanings and serve as cues that cause or intensify aggression or flight. For
example, Josephon (1982) found that schoolchildren were more aggressive in a floor hockey game when
an observer used a walkie-talkie, after they had built up an association between walkie-talkies and
violence through watching a violent scene in a TV show in which a walkie-talkie appeared (pp. 89-159).
Therefore, associative networks, and thus the ways in which aggression or flight tendencies are generated,
can be modified by an individual’s experiences.

After automatic processing comes controlled processing. After rudimentary emotion is generated
by the subconscious associative network, certain conscious cognitions may further modify the instigation
to action. An individual consciously reflecting on their emotions may, for example, recognize that acts of
aggression would be socially unacceptable, or recognize that their anger is irrational, thereby impeding
the instigation to aggression. Cognitions, however, can also intensify instigations to action. Importantly,
unlike subconscious processing, cognitions are not always present in the cognitive neoassociationistic
process. Certain acts of aggression are indeed spontaneous, impulsive acts that do not involve
higher-order cognitive processes (Berkowitz 2011).
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A more recent development in the field is the General Aggression Model, which synthesizes
several models of aggression, including cognitive neoassociation theory. Although the General
Aggression Model has achieved general acceptance in the field of aggression research, we did not feel
that the use of the full General Aggression Model would contribute. The General Aggression Model
proposes several different pathways for aggression to be generated, each descending from a separate
model (Anderson and Bushman 2002). In the specific case of moral panics, those theories are clearly
inapplicable, and those alternate pathways implausible. Therefore, we see no benefit in using the General
Aggression Model over cognitive neoassociation theory in the case of moral panics.

The Psychology of Moral Panics

We argue that a moral panic is partially the sum of individual psychological processes iterated en
masse. Theories of individual psychology, like cognitive neoassociation theory, can be used to understand
a sociological phenomenon like a moral panic, since a moral panic is an emergent phenomenon of
individual psychologies. We therefore examine how aspects of a moral panic emerge in individuals,
assuming that certain macroscopic effects characteristic of moral panics can be loosely understood as at
least in some part an aggregation of these individual effects.

The moral panic always begins with a perceived threat to the social order (Goode and
Ben-Yehuda 1994). The moral panic draws up a line between upstanding citizens defending the social
order, and the nebulous folk devils who threaten it. The folk devil is exaggerated into an existential threat
that, left unchecked, will raze society and completely reshape it in a dystopian mold: fever dreams of an
Islamic caliphate and sharia law in the West, or hysteria about Satanists destroying the Judeo-Christian
fiber of society. Therefore, just as a physical assault is an aversive event that generates fear and anger and
related action tendencies, the folk devil assaults the collective body of society, which serves as an
aversive event for the members of society.

For most moral panics, the media serves as the gatekeeper and interpreter of information. Beyond
the editorial prerogative to select what information is disseminated, the power of media framing and
commentary defines the socially appropriate reaction. Therefore, the interpretive work of assessing the
threat of an aversive event and applying various beliefs required to generate negative affect from the
aversive event is partially done by the media. Some authors even conceptualize the moral panic as a form
of moral regulation and deliberate fear mongering calculated to provoke a certain societal reaction; in
essence, they view the creation and calibration of negative affect as intentional (Critcher 2009). This
process of interpretation is known as threat construction, folk devil creation, or moralization. In other
words, the media passes subjective judgement on the aversive event for the public; in the case of a moral
panic, this subjective judgement outrageously exaggerates the threat, thereby significantly increasing
negative affect as well. Although individuals may engage critically with media coverage rather than
accepting it in its entirety uncritically, as the primary source of information about the folk devil, the media
undoubtedly still has a potent influence. Therefore, the degree to which the folk devil is typified,
exaggerated, and stereotyped affects the magnitude of the negative affect experienced by individuals,
which in turn regulates the strength of the instigation to action, ceteris paribus. The more hysterical and
sensational the media, the stronger negative affect and the more intense the moral panic.
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This stage also creates the characteristic disproportionality of moral panics. The media is
uniquely positioned to divorce the magnitude of negative affect from the magnitude of the aversive event
through exaggerating the facts of the aversive event and careful framing, thereby generating
disproportionate concern.

Fear and anger are integral aspects of a moral panic (Krinsky 2008, p. 1). The widespread
perception of a pressing, existential threat to the social order necessarily produces a wave of mass fear
and anger. “Fear and anger … have distinct behavioral and psychological correlates” and “are respectively
related to avoidance and approach motivations,” and affect assessments of risk, which is useful “in
determining [a terrorist attack’s] overall effect on national discussions of policy” (Baucum and John
2019). Baucum and John (2019) specifically found that after the Orlando terrorist attack, fear decreased
much more rapidly than anger over time, while anger increased with spatial distance from Orlando.
Ahmed et al. (2018) analyzed the Twitter response to the swine flu outbreak of 2009 and the Ebola
outbreak of 2014 and argued the exaggerated fear present on many of the tweets could be evidence of a
moral panic. They found that of tweets which expressed emotional themes, about 6.7 percent and 15
percent for swine flu and Ebola, respectively, were anger-based. Fear predominated: 69 percent and 49
percent of emotional tweets relating to swine flu and Ebola, respectively, expressed fear. Understanding
the relative extent of fear and anger in a moral panic offers insight into the specific processes of the moral
panic. Berkowitz’s integration of fear and anger through cognitive neoassociation theory can theoretically
account for the gradient of fear and anger that appears in moral panics. We advance that the relative
degree of fear and anger present in moral panics can be explained by the associative networks of
individual participants, which is in turn governed by a host of factors, such as media framing and
personality traits. Primitive fight and flight tendencies are generated in varying relative amounts as
negative affect undergoes automatic processing. As mentioned previously, Berkowitz suggested that fear
generally predominates anger when the individual is unable to retaliate against the frustrating agent, or
when the frustration is especially strong (Berkowitz 1962, p. 44). While these moral panics surrounding
disease seem to confirm Berkowitz’s conjecture, the implications of the possible existence of moral panics
dominated by fear are unclear. Our cognitive neoassociation analysis of moral panics illustrates a need for
further research into the emotions of fear and anger and the construction of their associative networks and
how the relative degree of fear and anger affects the course of the moral panic.

We theorize that consuming mass media establishes associative networks that cause the hostility
characteristic of moral panics. In moral panics, the media demonizes the deviant group and constructs a
morality play of good and evil, creating an exaggerated folk devil image of the deviant group (Critcher
2017). This stereotyping falls into the hostility criterion of the attributional model (Goode and
Ben-Yehuda 2009, p. 38). In spinning ISIS into a folk devil, the Daily Mail used a sensationalist conflict
frame, making use of loaded, conflict-based language such as “terror,” “militant,” and “fighter” (Boyle
and Mower 2018). Richardson et al. (1991) observed similar media framing in the moral panic around
Satanism in the late 20th century. The news media “depicted [Satanism] as a thoroughly deviant
phenomenon;” a widespread, morally corrupt, criminal movement that threatened the social order
“physically, emotionally, morally, and spiritually” and symbolized the “decline of the family and [the]
loss of faith in government and in God” (Rowe and Cavender 1991, p. 273). Notably, during the deviancy
amplification spiral of the Satanic panic, more and more lurid articles on supposed Satan-worshiping
criminals and pedophiles running suburban daycare centers and raping, kidnapping, and killing helpless
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children were published (Hughes 2017). Hughes (2017) found a media frenzy over trials of alleged
abusers and interviews of alleged abuse victims, marked by news stories growing progressively more
far-fetched. They argued that the news media constructed a “hyperreality” in which pedophilic Satanists
were lurking in every shadow, disguised as unassuming daycare workers; this hyperreality was taken at
face value by the general public. Mass paranoia set in, and accusations of Satanic ritual abuse exploded.
This sensational conflicted-based framing appears fairly consistent across moral panics, and also emerged
in the Sydney “ethnic gang” moral panic from 1998-2000. The media vilified the gangs and fixated on
their violence, framing them as foreign, criminal, and a threat to law and order—a broader symptom of
deviant, uncontrollable, ethnic youth (Poynting, Noble, and Tabar 2001). We theorize that media framing
of the folk devil generates spreading-activation networks. The sensationalist conflict-framing employed
by the media nodally links the object of the moral panic with various fight and flight concepts in the mind
of the viewer when nodes are simultaneously activated. These associations are strengthened and concepts
in the network become more accessible during the deviancy amplification spiral as sensational media
coverage proliferates. As previously mentioned, Josephon (1982) found that neutral items could be used
to prime aggressive nodes if they were previously displayed in aggressive concepts, consistent with the
link-building ideas of spreading-activation theory in the cognitive neoassociation model. We suggest that
the media builds up associations between aspects of the folk devil and anger and fear nodes, just as in
Josephon (1982)’s experiment, thereby laying the groundwork for the emotions and actions of the moral
panic.

Obviously, hostility in moral panics is not elicited only when the folk devil itself is encountered.
Encounters with genuine Satan-worshipping baby-killers, or foreign Casanovas looking to seduce and
enslave white women are few and far between, since the folk devil itself is only an exaggerated figment of
the collective social imagination. Instead, individuals with some stimulus qualities associated with the
folk devil will elicit fight or flight responses, i.e. childcare workers in the Satanic Panic or various
minorities in white slavery moral panics. These stimulus qualities are situational cues that stimulate
certain nodes and cause or intensify fight or flight reactions. For example, to a racist, African-Americans
might serve as aggressive situational cues, since via links created by stereotypes, they are connected to
aggressive nodes (Burgess et al. 2011). Indeed, cues may be even more indirect. Devine (1989) found that
words which themselves carried no natural aggressive meaning, such as “welfare,” “slavery,” “ghetto,”
but that were associated with stereotypes of African-Americans, were still able to elicit hostility.
Extensive research has found evidence for this “priming effect” that situational cues have (Berkowitz
1984). In the case of ISIS coverage by the Daily Mail, readers may now have links in their associative
networks between ISIS and “terror,” “militant,” “fighter,” anger and fear related nodes, and not
necessarily naturally aggressive but conceptually-related nodes like “black flag” or “Arabic.” For the
Satanic Panic, the media may have constructed a spreading-activation network in which “children” and
“daycares” were perhaps linked to “Satanists,” “cultists,” “murderers,” fear and anger related nodes, and
behaviors supposedly indicative of Satanism. These associative networks may have contributed to
accusations of Satanic activity. A childcare worker may serve as a situational cue that activates a node
related to the Satanic folk devil, triggering a cascading effect along associative pathways, ultimately
generating negative affect and then hostility. Similar spreading-activation networks may have been
constructed for “ethnic gangs” in Sydney; “gangs” might be linked to “ethnic,” “violence,” “foreign,”
“criminal,” along with fear and anger related nodes. Importantly, a hostile reaction can occur whenever
there is a situational cue that causes the activation of any one of these nodes, not only when all are
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present. Therefore, in the course of a moral panic, instigations to action will be automatically generated
whenever individuals encounter situational cues linked to the folk devil.

This aspect of cognitive neoassociation theory is able to explain the irrational accusations and the
sort of “paranoia” that crops up in moral panics. Moral panics are characterized by an exaggerated,
stylized folk devil perceived as threatening the social order, which attracts public hostility (Critcher
2017). By consuming media that exaggerates the threat of the folk devil, individuals develop an
inaccurate perception of the world and create a schema that excessively favors explaining events in
relation to the folk devil, as opposed to a schema based on a rational assessment of the threat of the folk
devil, which does not unduly favor explanations of events involving the folk devil. Clinical paranoia also
causes individuals to build up schemas, known as delusions, that are used as interpretative frames that
cause them to perceive nefarious signs in mundane daily occurrences (Vinogradov, King, and Huberman
1992). These delusions impart nefarious meanings to neutral events and the corresponding
spreading-activation network nodes through an associative network. Over time, as the delusion is
continually used, the associations become stronger and the paranoia therefore intensifies. Crucially,
Vinogradov, King, and Huberman (1992) theorized that paranoia is not a binary, but instead lies on a
spectrum determined by continuous variables describing characteristics of the associative network.
Therefore, even if paranoia in moral panics does not rise to a clinical level, there may still be an increase
in paranoid behaviors and the level of paranoia. We theorize that moral panics impose a schema on
members of society that promotes certain paranoid behaviors. Many scholars have specifically noted the
presence of public paranoia in the moral panics they studied (Moore 2004; Gilman 2010; Shafir and
Schairer 2013, p. 15). South Africa’s Satanic Panic is especially emblematic of the paranoid thinking
which pervades moral panics. Despite the lack of evidence for the widespread Satanic activity alleged by
the media, frenzied members of the public, in the typical fashion of moral panics, lashed out. Rebellious
adolescents were declared Satanists, alleged Satanists were arrested, and unsubstantiated rumors, like a
police captain claiming that nineteen babies were specially bred for grotesque Satanic sacrifice, or a
self-professed “Satan-hunter” asserting that there were over 200,000 South African Satanists, or some ten
percent of the white population, entered into the national conversation (Falkof 2012). Falkof (2012)
described an atmosphere in the early 1990s in South Africa in which “police were primed to see Satanists
lurking behind every unusual violent crime.”

Instigations to aggression generated in the preceding, unconscious, manner are generally
incompatible with the drive to maintain a positive self-perception, since instigations to action originating
in the unconscious domain are usually irrational. Without further psychological processes, the individual
would then perceive themselves as prone to irrational aggression, conflicting with the drive to maintain a
positive self-perception. Baumeister, Dale, and Sommer (1998) provides evidence that Freudian defense
mechanisms serve to reconcile this contradiction and maintain a positive self-perception. Definitionally, a
moral panic is an irrationally excessive reaction to a perceived threat, yet individuals fail to consciously
recognize their behavior as irrational. Therefore, they must necessarily employ the defense mechanism of
rationalization. Frost, Ko, and James (2007) found that individual differences in the strength of
justification mechanisms, which facilitate rationalization, affect the expression of aggression. If an
individual lacks the ability to effectively justify their aggressive tendencies originating in the
unconscious, they will consciously inhibit aggression, although they may still engage in spontaneous,
impulsive acts of aggression not involving conscious processing. On the other hand, if an individual has
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strong justification mechanisms, they may aggress more openly, if they perceive themselves as
aggressive, or aggress in more socially acceptable ways, if they perceive themselves not to be aggressive.
Frost, Ko, and James (2007) found strong empirical evidence for this channeling hypothesis. Berkowitz
and Troccoli (1990) found that when individuals were forced to consciously consider their feelings, they
modified the actions instigated by these feelings to be more in line with social rules. They proposed that
controlled processing caused individuals to consider social and situational factors. Since social rules
restrain aggression that an individual can justify less so than unjustified aggression, in providing a
justification, rationalization allows individuals to aggress more freely without perceiving themselves to be
violating social norms. The power of a moral panic, as a widespread sociological phenomenon, to actually
modify social standards and reduce social sanctions against aggression against the folk devil may also
contribute through the channeling hypothesis to aggression, by expanding the range of socially acceptable
forms of aggression. Bandura (1999) suggested that individuals are able to engage in behaviors that
contradict their moral standards through the process of moral justification, a form of rationalization in
which an individual reframes their behavior as serving a moral purpose. For example, individuals may
justify killing in wars through just war theory. By focusing on this new moral imperative to aggress,
individuals sidestep their personal morality. Moral justification is especially relevant in the case of moral
panics, which are characterized by the moralization of the folk devil and the construction of the conflict
between good society and the folk devil as a struggle between irreconcilable forces of good and evil.
Therefore, we theorize that rationalization prevents aggression from being restrained by social norms at
the conscious stage of the cognitive neoassociationistic process.

Rationalization may also occur post-hoc in cases of spontaneous aggression, which would not
affect the strength of the aggression, although it might ease further acts of aggression. Examining when
conscious processes are involved in the generation of aggression as opposed to when aggression is
spontaneous is out of scope. We are unsure if aggression combined with pre-hoc rationalization is stronger
than spontaneous aggression.

The Case of the Businesses

Deficiencies in Moral Panic Theory

To illustrate the applicability of cognitive neoassociation theory to moral panics, we will analyze
a peculiar phenomenon related to the entry of ISIS into the UK national conversation. Many businesses
around the UK used to have ‘Isis’ in their name (e.g., Isis Boutique, Isis Salon), often in reference to the
Egyptian goddess or the River Isis in Oxford. After the rise of ISIS, these businesses began to face
harassment and vandalism because of their names. The Isis Beauty Academy experienced a 50% drop in
student enrollment and a concerted telephone harassment campaign; one student even suspected that it
was a front for ISIS (Tobitt 2015). The Isis Salon faced a barrage of threats that disconcerted employees
to the point that they had to be escorted home after late-night shifts (Shammas 2016). In some cases, these
businesses were directly attacked for their name, and termed disrespectful or insensitive. Under pressure,
many ended up changing their names.
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Obviously, this phenomenon must have been caused by the entry of ISIS into the UK national
conversation. However, the pressure on these businesses was not stoked or instigated by the media; in
fact, nearly all media reports on the phenomenon castigated the perpetrators. Yet, the two primary moral
panic theories一the elite-engineered and interest-group theories一frame the media as the instigators of the
moral panic, or at least the willing tools of other instigators, who define the object of the moral panic and
direct public hostility towards it. Garland (2008) calls the media the “prime mover” of moral panics.
These theories therefore fail to adequately explain all the facets of the moral panic. In both theories, the
folk devil as understood by the people is the same as the folk devil the media defines. The media therefore
exerts strong control over the course of the moral panic and directs moral outrage towards targets it
chooses. Indeed in some cases, this may be true; in an extreme case, violent vigilante attacks occurred
against people whose photos were published by the British media as part of a “name and shame”
campaign against child sex offenders (Angelides 2004). However, this case of the business names
involves a gap between media coverage and individual conceptions of the folk devil. The potential for the
redirection of emotions by individuals remains unexplored by moral panic literature, which rests on the
implicit assumption that individuals act exactly as told. The elite-engineered model goes as far as to
characterize the public as “puppets or marionettes being pulled this way or that by strings manipulated
from above” (Goode and Ben-Yahuda 2009). Therefore, individuals pursuing (semi)-independent courses
of action presents a challenge to the traditional theories of moral panics and highlights the individual
psychological element of moral panics. Through Berkowitz’s cognitive neoassociation theory, we can
account for this phenomenon as a result of individual psychological processes.

Name Changes as a Moral Panic

The phenomenon surrounding these businesses bears the hallmarks of a moral panic. Although
Cohen’s processual model is the original moral panic model, we will examine this phenomenon through
Goode and Ben-Yahuda’s attributional model, which is less structurally rigid and more appropriate for
this case. Goode and Ben-Yahuda (2009) identify five defining characteristics of a moral panic: concern,
hostility, consensus, disproportionality, and volatility.

● Concern is the presence of the object of the moral panic in the national conversation and a sense
of anxiety about the object of the moral panic as a severe threat to the social order.

● Hostility is antipathy towards a deviant group identified as responsible for the object of the moral
panic. Demonization may then reinforce the dichotomy between the deviant group and the rest of
society.

● Consensus requires that concern be widespread and be shared by at least a certain subset of
society, although not necessarily a majority.

● Disproportionality is the presence of irrationally excessive concern relative to the actual scale of
the threat, which is often accompanied by a misperception of the actual scale of the threat.

● Volatility is the tendency for concern about the object of a moral panic to fluctuate in intensity,
climbing up to a fever pitch rapidly and dissipating quickly. However, certain types of panics,
such as illegal drug use or child abuse, may become “routinized” and periodically reoccur.

Some of the data we use to demonstrate these five attributes are concerned about terrorism in
general, or Islamist terrorism in general. However, for the time period in question in the UK, concern
about Islamist terrorism has far exceeded concern about other forms of terrorism, and in turn, concern
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about ISIS has far exceeded concern about other minor Islamist terrorist groups. Therefore, we take
concern about terrorism or Islamist terrorism in general to be largely equivalent to concern about ISIS
specifically.

Concern:
The phenomenon of the business names is obviously derivative of a larger preoccupation with

terrorism, and especially ISIS. The root object of this moral panic attracting public concern, therefore, is
ISIS. During this time period, news about ISIS filled British airwaves and persisted in the national
conversation. From June 10, 2014 to December 10, 2014, the Daily Mail, Great Britain’s second largest
newspaper at the time, published 1,001 ISIS-related articles: on average, over five a day, generally
applying a conflict frame (Boyle and Mower 2018). Stephanie Kelley, a columnist at The Oxion Globalist,
even asserted that the fearmongering of the Daily Mail was so extreme that it “might as well sign itself up
to be a wing of ISIS’s PR team” (Kelley 2015). In the immediate aftermath of the 2015 Tunisian beach
attacks, then-Prime Minister David Cameron declared that ISIS posed an “existential threat to the British
way of life” (Cameron 2015). In 2016, a majority of the public supported British military intervention in
the Middle East to completely destroy ISIS, and 43% felt that the British government was taking
inadequate steps to combat Islamic extremism (Smith 2016).

Hostility:
The construction of these businesses as a threat fits into the pattern of reactions against in-group

deviants. In drawing up battlelines against an out-group threat, the in-group must re-negotiate its own
identity to promote solidarity against the enemy (Chernobrov 2018). In-group members are forced to
coalesce more tightly around a set of values and behaviors. As the standards for in-group belonging
tighten, members “either must get completely along with, or completely repel” each other (Simmel [1908]
1964, 92–93). Since the threat of the external enemy creates “a moral order constructed out of the conflict
of manichean, polar opposites—a struggle of good and evil,” anyone who fails to meet the exacting
standards of the in-group must therefore be aligned with the enemy: a traitor, a deviant of suspect
allegiance (Thornham and Purvis 2005). Just as ordinary British Muslims, deviating culturally from the
mainstream, were vilified and suspected of being disloyal, these businesses became deviant in-group
members, perceived to be aligned with the external threat by being insensitive to victims of ISIS, or
supposedly even directly cooperating with ISIS (Chernobrov 2018). They were perceived as a “fifth
column,” implicitly supporting the out-group enemy by failing to follow the new rules of the in-group.
They were ostracized and framed as threats to the moral order of the in-group. As clear battle lines were
drawn up against the enemy, these businesses were identified with the Other, thereby attracting some of
the aggression directed towards the Other.

According to CBS News, “not long after ISIS first started burning itself into the consciousness of
people everywhere, businesses that had Isis in their names started feeling the heat and either voluntarily or
under pressure began considering alternatives” (Kennedy 2014). The harassment faced by businesses
ranged from snide comments up to accusations of links to terrorism, and ironically, threats of violence. A
Manchester spirituality store, an Essex beauty salon, and a Surrey beauty academy were among the
businesses facing abuse due to accusations of being linked with ISIS; employees at the Essex salon were
even escorted home at night for a time out of concern for their safety (Scapens 2014; Shammas 2016;
Tobitt 2015). The Surrey beauty academy specifically noted “receiving phone calls from some people
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who’ve been rude and abusive accusing us of being racist among other things,” and were even suspected
of being “an undercover grooming place for Islamic extremists” (Tobitt 2015). The owner of a UK
clothing shop reported receiving a letter bomb threat over their name (Kennedy 2014). A Levenshulme
cafe formerly called ‘Isis’ was warned by police that their name might put them in danger, and they
ultimately decided to rebrand (Glendinning 2014).

Beyond harassment, other businesses noted a marked drop in sales that they attributed to their
name; the Surrey beauty academy had a 50% drop in sales; many businesses also noted a sense of unease
among their customers (Newsroom 2017; “‘Brand Suicide’: Companies Sharing Name with ISIS Forced
to Rebrand” 2014) Although we did not find any documented instances of coordinated, organized
boycotts of these businesses, these drop in sales are still reflective of hostility. In choosing not to
patronize these businesses, customers reinforce the moral barriers isolating the deviant group from
respectable society. Even if they avoid these businesses solely out of rational self-interest, i.e. not wanting
to be seen in the store or with products from the store, they still have recognized that a deviant group has
been socially constructed and to associate with the deviant group would incur social consequences, which
reinforces the divide between the deviant group and respectable society. Therefore, these drops in sales do
reflect societal hostility.

The businesses in our case differ from Goode and Ben-Yehuda’s conceptualization in a small
nuance: they are perceived as being aligned with the folk devil, rather than as the folk devil. Therefore,
unlike with ISIS, no stereotypical trope about these businesses emerged into the social consciousness,
although they did face hostility in other ways that may resemble a sort of “proto-demonization”. This
nuance results from the psychological transfer of emotion from the terrorist group ISIS to these
businesses, since stereotyping, demonization and stylization only occur towards the former.

Walsh (2016) asserts that terrorism is especially easy to construct as a folk devil, since, atypically
for the objects of moral panics, the terrorist wants themselves to be feared and demonized, and wants a
moral panic. The modus operandi of the terrorist is the propaganda of the deed: violent acts to invigorate
supporters and provoke an overwhelming, irrationally angry reaction from state opponents that will
expose the brutality and injustice of the state. A moral panic, in which society enters into a state of total
mobilization against an imagined existential threat, tends toward the draconian, disproportionately harsh
response that terrorists seek. Terrorists also benefit from a symbiotic relationship with mass media.
Publicity serves the ends of the terrorists, and for the media, sensational and lurid stories sell newspapers.
Terrorists recognize how they can benefit from a moral panic, and so actively act to facilitate its creation
through the propaganda of the deed. Walsh notes that radical Islamist terrorist groups, and al-Qaeda
especially, from which ISIS originated, have pursued an active strategy of provocation, hoping to invite
unnecessarily and irrationally harsh military reactions and reap the benefits of a moral panic. Indeed,
American military actions and atrocities in the Middle East and rising Islamophobia at home played into
al-Qaeda’s goal to frame the conflict as a divinely-ordained holy war against the Jews and Christians of
Western societies which were fundamentally incompatible with and hostile towards Islam.

Like other terrorist groups, ISIS has easily attracted the hostility it has sought. Hamed (2017)
noted that “[headlines] about the atrocities committed by ISIS [are] instilling more fear into the Western
citizens making it hard to break down the moral panic which has come out of the ISIS coverage” (Hamed
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2017, p. 99). As mentioned in the concern section, ISIS has attracted hyperbolic denouncements and a
veritable avalanche of sensational media coverage in the UK. Indeed, fear and hostility towards ISIS
reached such a fever pitch to spill over into numerous incidents of Islamophobia against British Muslims
(Pargeter 2015). The early 2000s in the UK were characterized by “a hysterical Islamophobia since
September 11th, Afghanistan, Bali and Mombasa, [which] caricatures all Muslims as fatwa fanatics and
enemies of the West,” which has only continued unabated as the War on Terror continues after the rise of
ISIS (Amin 2003 p. 460). Widespread support for interventionist military policies against ISIS, as detailed
in the consensus and volatility sections, also evince hostility against ISIS.

Consensus:
Evidence of heightened societal concern about the threat of ISIS and widespread hostility towards

businesses with names containing ‘Isis’ is sufficient to fulfill the consensus criterion. While consensus
around the perceived threat of ISIS does not alone satisfy this criterion, it is consistent with widespread
recognition of an undesirable deviant group: businesses with names containing “Isis.” Pew found that
ISIS was the top concern of the British public, with 66% in Spring 2015 and 70% in Spring 2017
answering that they were very concerned about the threat of ISIS (Carle 2015, p. 4; Poushter and
Manevich 2017, p. 5). As ISIS rose to prominence throughout 2014, British public support from early
August to early October for RAF air strikes against ISIS grew steadily from 37% to 58% (de Waal 2014).
A survey conducted in July 2016 found that approximately 57% of Britons believed the international
community should seek to get rid of ISIS using military force if necessary (Smith 2016). Throughout the
first half of the 2010s, ISIS was a prominent feature of the UK national conversation.

Although there is no pertinent public opinion polling, through Companies House
(https://find-and-update.company-information.service.gov.uk/), the UK national register of limited
companies, we found almost 80 businesses who rebranded from a name containing ‘Isis’ between January
5th, 2014 and December 17th, 2016 in just the UK. From news reports, there appears to be many more
cases across the Anglosphere. It is theoretically possible that some businesses rebranded of their own
volition, without facing pressure. However, many businesses expressed strong initial reluctance to
rebrand, citing personal attachment to the name and cost concerns. Isis Recruitment waited for 10 months
to change their name, finally spending 2 weeks and 1000 pounds sterling on rebranding, and the owner of
an Essex salon declared that rebranding had cost them an “absolute fortune” (Sullivan 2014; Express
2016). The Harborough salon waited two years, before they finally gave in (Newsroom 2017). The
Manchester shop felt that rebranding would give the impression that the business was struggling (Scapens
2014). As previously established, some businesses were financially affected due to their perceived
association with ISIS. We believe it is reasonable to assume that the primary motivations of such rebrands
are financial concerns and hostility experienced by these businesses. As such, we think it highly unlikely
that businesses would rebrand absent external pressure. Therefore, the large number of businesses that
rebranded indicates that pressure against these businesses was a widespread phenomenon, not isolated
incidents. Furthermore, it is likely that the expectation of pressure or lost sales, which would vary with the
prominence of ISIS in the national conversation and the degree of hostility against it, was at least a factor
for all businesses.

This phenomenon was widespread and was observed across the United Kingdom. Among many
others scattered across the UK, some businesses forced to rebrand due to public hostility were from
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Worcestershire, Surrey, Manchester, Essex, Oxfordshire, and Leicestershire (Kennedy 2014; Tobitt 2015;
Glendinning 2014; Dare and Walker 2016; Scroll Staff 2016; Newsroom 2017).

Disproportionality:
Of the five points of the attributional model, disproportionality is by far the most bitterly

contested. Critics assert that assessing disproportionality requires subjective judgement involving
arbitrary normative standards, rendering the whole concept relative and therefore meaningless (Hier
2008). Goode and Ben-Yehuda (2009) counter that some claims can be proven objectively wrong and
assert that disproportionality may also manifest indirectly as unfounded rumors, demonstrably false
statistical claims, a lack of attention to similar and equally, if not more severe issues, and a decoupling of
media attention from the severity of the issue. We believe that in the case of ISIS and Islamist terrorism,
the sheer gulf between public concern and the actual impact of terrorism and the relative attention, or lack
thereof, paid to other pressing issues satisfies the disproportionality criterion.

From 2010 to 2017, there were just 49 deaths in the UK from all types of terrorism (Islamist,
Northern Ireland conflict, far-right): an average of about six a year (Kirk 2017). In contrast, seven people
died from a foreign body in the larynx and 12 people died from infected amputation stumps in England
and Wales in 2019 (Office for National Statistics 2020). Yet, in 2016, 12% of the British public believed
that there was a high chance that they or a friend or family member would be a victim of a terrorist attack
(Smith 2016). In Spring 2017, 33% listed terrorism as one of the two biggest issues facing the UK, greater
than every other issue except “health and social security,” at 34%, and the British public also named ISIS
the top threat to the UK. (European Commission 2017; Poushter and Manevich 2017). By December
2017, ISIS was down to just 2% of its peak territory (Tomlinson 2017), yet some 65% Britons expected a
major terrorist attack in their country in 2018, the highest of any country surveyed (Bulman 2018). There
were no major terrorist attacks in the UK in 2018. In the same year, terrorism was ranked as the 4th
highest concern of the British public, above the environment, housing, trade, crime, jobs, and immigration
and another survey reported that 16% of respondents had avoided travel to a part of the UK out of fear of
terrorism (Bulman 2018).

The fervent backlash against these businesses is patently disproportionate. Considering the
complete lack of a threat, the reaction against these businesses  is necessarily irrational and
disproportionate.

Volatility:
Goode and Ben-Yehuda (2009) suggest that as long as the “intensity of [a concern], both locally

and society-wide, waxes and wanes over time,” then it fulfills the volatility criterion (Goode and
Ben-Yehuda 2009, p. 43). Therefore, a concern may persist and embed itself as a fixture of society, at
times fading into the background and at times returning to the quintessential hysteria of the moral panic.

In April 2013, ISIS renamed itself to ad-Dawlah al-Islāmiyah fī 'l-ʿIrāq wa-sh-Shām, translated
as either the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) or the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL)
(Spencer 2015). Not long after, ISIS suddenly exploded onto the front pages of Western media. The Daily
Mail first mentioned ISIS in an article on September 13th, 2013, labeling it as just a faction of Al-Qaeda
(Enoch 2013). Then, from June 10, 2014 to December 10, 2014, the Daily Mail published an unbelievable
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1,001 articles on ISIS, an average of over five per day (Boyle and Mower 2018). Although ISIS did
indeed make major territorial gains in 2014, it is simply stupendous that in a few months, ISIS, once just
one of the indistinct mass of Middle Eastern terrorist groups, turned into the single-minded obsession of
the Daily Mail and the British public.

Indeed, much of the jump in public concern about ISIS occurred in the last months of 2014. In a
mid-August poll, 48% expressed support for recalling Parliament from its recess to discuss the situation in
Iraq; the same poll a week later found an astounding 10% jump in support (YouGov 2015). From August
to early October, support for committing British and American ground troops against ISIS shot up 12%
and support for RAF airstrikes went up 17% (YouGov 2015).

Walsh (2016) notes the inherent volatility of concern about terrorism, stating that with the advent
of the 24-hour news cycle, society has been doused with a pervasive, latent, anxiety about terrorism,
ready to erupt into a moral panic at any moment (Walsh 2016). Indeed, unpredictable, highly disruptive
terrorist attacks serve as sparks that cause an explosion of fear mongering, lurid reporting that restarts the
moral panic around terrorism. Therefore, the nature of terrorism lends itself well to creating especially
volatile moral panics.

Figure 1 provides a visual indication of volatility. It shows Google Trends data on searches for
ISIS and data on the number of business name changes. The specific methods of data collection are
detailed in Methods. The Google Trends data is characterized by a multitude of thin peaks. Most of these
peaks represent a flurry of media coverage in the immediate aftermath of a major terrorist attack, driving
public concern, which fades away rapidly as the media moves on not long after. Two clear Google Trends
peaks are apparent at around the 20th and 50th two weeks periods, which are around the same time as the
prominent ISIS beheadings in mid-to-late 2014 and the November 2015 Paris attacks, respectively. Two
corresponding peaks are visually apparent in the name change data. The visual appearance of the graphs
capture the volatility of this moral panic empirically.
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Figure 1. Line graphs of Google Trends search interest (GT) and name changes (NC). Each time series
was divided by its standard deviation for comparison. The time series begin on January 5, 2014 and end
on December 17, 2016.

The Psychology of the Name Change Moral Panic

In the absence of an established sociological model to describe the moral panic surrounding ‘Isis’
named businesses, we pose the following cognitive neoassociationistic explanation.

The media instigates the moral panic, framing ISIS as an Other that poses an existential threat to
the social order. The construction of ISIS as a folk devil creates an aversive event that engenders negative
affect for consumers of mass media. ISIS therefore enters the spreading-activation network of these
individuals, and becomes linked with the emotional responses of the viewer, and semantically-related
topics. Importantly, the spreading-activation network links the word ‘Isis’ itself to the terrorist group,
ISIS. Through framing, the media can strengthen links to negative ideas and emotions (Boyle and Mower
2018). When these individuals encounter businesses with names containing ‘Isis,’ the corresponding node
is activated in their spreading activation network, activating the complex of associated negative emotions
and physiological reactions. Some individuals then employed controlled processing. Individuals often
justified their harassment by accusing these businesses of collaborating with ISIS, among other ludicrous
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justifications (Tobitt 2015; Dare and Walker 2016; Glendinning 2014). We found no evidence that they
were propagated through the media, indicating that these individuals employed rationalization to generate
these accusations to justify aggression against these businesses. This cognitive neoassociationistic
mechanism ultimately culminates in a hostile backlash against businesses, the physical manifestation of a
moral panic.

Since cognitive neoassociation theory predicts that as negative affect increases, the stronger the
instigation to action ceteris paribus, we conducted an empirical investigation to test that claim and
provide hypothetico-deductive evidence for our theory using the case of these businesses. We therefore
investigated the association between the magnitude of negative affect and the instigation to action, using
Google Trends data on ISIS and number of name changes as proxy variables, respectively.

Methods

Google Trends

We used Google Trends data as a proxy variable for the magnitude of negative affect generated by
ISIS. In a moral panic, negative affect is largely analogous to public concern; the more severe the
perceived threat, the greater public concern. The use of Google Trends as a barometer of public concern is
well-established (Ortiz-Martínez et al. 2020; Chen et al. 2014; Costola, Iacopini, and Santagiustina 2020;
Knipe et al. 2020). Since public concern is essentially negative affect, we believe that Google Trends
search data on ISIS can serve as a proxy variable for the strength of the negative affect generated by ISIS.

Data on Google Trends were collected from the publicly available website at
http://www.google.com/trends. Google Trends provides a time series of the relative search volume (RSV)
of a specific term or topic entered into the Google search engine over a given time period. The proportion
of searches at each point for the selected term is estimated with a large random sample of all searches
within the selected region at that point in time. The calculated proportions are then scaled from 0 to 100
such that 100 is the peak search interest within the entire selected time range, i.e., if the maximum
proportion were 0.8, a proportion of 0.4 would become 50. The normalized value is the RSV. For
example, a RSV value of 24 in a week-by-week time series would indicate that the proportion of searches
for the selected term during that selected week was 24% of the maximum weekly proportion in the whole
time range (Google n.d.b).

We used the query, ‘Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (Topic),’ which includes data on all
searches determined by Google to relate to ISIS; for example, searches using alternate names for the
group or containing misspellings would be included (Google n.d.a). Since using specific search terms in
Google Trends such as ‘ISIS’ may have included searches for subjects such as Isis, the Egyptian goddess,
or the River Isis, we opted to use a search topic, which groups searches based on the perceived purpose of
the search (Ran 2013). The search was restricted to the UK by selecting “United Kingdom” in the options
bar. We selected the “Web Search” option in the options bar, which includes only searches in the Google
search engine.

The two data points marked as “<1” were recorded as zero.
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The data were collected for the period from January 5, 2014 to December 17, 2016. All data were
initially collected in one-week intervals and then summed into non-overlapping two-week intervals.

Name Changes

We believe that data on name changes of businesses that used to have names containing ‘Isis’
serves as a good barometer for the hostility expressed in this moral panic. We found ample evidence for
aggressive reactions like verbal attacks, vandalism or other forms of harassment of these businesses (see
hostility section), but presumably there may be less visible fear reactions, such as avoiding a business. In
any case, both exert pressure on these businesses to change their names, so the trend in name changes
reflects the strength of the instigations to action generated via the cognitive neoassociationistic process.

We used the Companies House database to collect data on name changes. Companies House is the
national registry of companies in the UK, excluding the Crown dependencies and the British Overseas
Territories. Only limited companies are required to register (Companies House 2016). Overseas
companies with a physical presence in the UK are also required to register, although we encountered none
(Townley 2018). All data in Companies House are based on documents filed by business owners and are
not checked by Companies House for accuracy (Companies House n.d.).

We collected data on instances of businesses changing their name away from one containing
“Isis.” Data were collected by reviewing all search results for ‘ISIS’ in the free, publicly accessible
Companies House Service at https://find-and-update.company-information.service.gov.uk/, which
includes results for former company names. We recorded the date when the filed paperwork for a name
change was processed by Companies House and legally effected. Because ISIS officially changed its
name to ISIS on April 1, 2013, two earlier name changes on February 21, 1992 and October 12, 1998
were excluded (Spencer 2015).

All data were collected in two-week intervals beginning on January 5, 2014 and ending on
December 17, 2016.

Statistical Analysis

All statistical analysis was performed in SAS University Edition build 9.04.01M6P110718 (SAS
Institute, 100 SAS Campus Drive, Cary, NC 27513-2414, USA). An ARIMA model was applied and the
residuals of the forecasts were obtained. A Spearman cross-correlation analysis was then applied to the
residuals to find the cross-correlation at the optimal lag. ρ-values greater than 0.7 were classed as strong
and ρ-values between 0.4 and 0.7 were classed as moderate. All statistical analysis was conducted using
two-tailed p<0.05 as the standard for significance.

Time series almost always exhibit autocorrelation, violating the assumption of independent
observations underlying many statistical techniques. Since the cross-correlation between autocorrelated
time series is spurious, autocorrelation must be removed from at least one of the time series to get
meaningful results (Hartmann et al. 1980). The standard procedure to remove autocorrelation is
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pre-whitening (Dean and Dunsmuir 2016). The first step in pre-whitening is to identify an ARIMA model
such that the residuals of one of the time series are white noise. The same ARIMA model should then be
applied to the other time series. The cross-correlation between the time series of the residuals can then be
interpreted as usual.

The raw Google Trends and name change data both displayed weak serial dependence. The
Phillips-Perron test indicated that both time series were already weakly stationary in their undifferenced
forms, fulfilling the stationarity requirement for ARIMA. The Google Trends time series was converted
into white noise with a MA(1) model and the name change time series was pre-whitened with the same
model. The ARIMA model was chosen as parsimoniously as possible and according to the guidelines of
Cook and Campbell (1979).

Results

Figure 2. Line graphs of Google Trends residuals (GT_Residuals) and name change residuals
(NC_Residuals). Each time series was divided by its standard deviation for ease of viewing. The time
series begin on January 5, 2014 and end on December 17, 2016.
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Figure 2 documents the Google Trends and Name Change time series after pre-whitening. The
Spearman cross-correlation analysis documented in Figure 3 indicates that the optimal lag is two weeks.
Table 1 indicates that at the optimal lag, there is a moderate Spearman cross-correlation of approximately
0.4533 that is significant at a p<0.01 level.

Figure 3. The Spearman cross-correlation of the Google Trends time series and name change time series
by two-week lags from -22 to 22. A positive lag indicates that the name change time series is translated
backward and a negative lag indicates it is translated forward.
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Table 1. Spearman's ρ at the optimal lag.

Discussion

Naturally, nearly all information about ISIS that UK citizens receive is disseminated by the
media. Extensive research has shown that especially through framing, the media has immense power to
shape public opinion and public concerns (Chong and Druckman 2007). Funkhouser (1973) even asserts
that public concern about social issues is just individuals “regurgitating back to the pollster what is
currently in the news” (p. 69). Even considering the potential for individuals to engage critically with the
media, public concern about ISIS will be at the very least positively associated with media coverage. We
have in turn empirically demonstrated that public concern is associated with the strength of the
instigations to action, so we therefore have shown that the degree of media coverage is associated with the
strength of the instigations to action generated in individuals. This validates a central prediction of our
theoretical psychological framework in the case of these businesses.

The most unique aspect of this case is the gap between the object of the moral panic defined by the
media and attacks on these businesses, which necessarily must have been caused by individual
psychological processes. Established moral panic models fail to theoretically examine the role of
individual psychologies in moral panics, so they are unable to account for this case. On the other hand, we
have proposed that the spreading-activation network serves as the fundamental origin of instigations to
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action in moral panics. This formulation explains why individuals act against stimuli that are conceptually
linked to the folk devil (e.g., during the Satanic Panic, ordinary daycare workers came under suspicion,
since “daycare worker” was conceptually linked to the folk devil), but also why individuals can act when
the stimuli is only linked semantically to the folk devil. In this case, the businesses share no attributes of
the terrorist folk devil, so the only link is an inherent semantic link, like the links between the multiple
meanings of a word. The notion of a network of associations is critical to explaining the moral panic.
Therefore, our psychological framework provides a superior theoretical structure for moral panics than
established theories.

Overall, this case reveals a theoretical gap in moral panic literature, and emphasizes the need to
examine psychology to fully understand the moral panic. Quantitatively, our Spearman’s ρ of 0.4533
indicates that as negative affect increases, the strength of the instigations to action generated increases,
validating a central prediction of cognitive neoassociation theory. Qualitatively, we have shown that
cognitive neoassociation theory provides a full theoretical accounting of the moral panic.

Limitations

Companies House only records legal names. Some companies have a separate, unregistered,
“trading name” under which they do business. Therefore, the data in this study necessarily does not
include any instances where a company changed its trading name but not its legal name (Townley 2019).
Companies House only registers limited companies, so our analysis does not include other types of UK
businesses. The primary business structures it excludes are sole proprietorships and partnerships, which
together formed 66% of the UK business population in 2016, neither of which have publicly available
naming records (Department of Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy).

Beyond unambiguously aggressive harassment, we also found some limited instances in the case
of these businesses in which individuals made comments or joked about the name, which cannot be
readily identified as stemming from an aggressive or escape tendency generated through the cognitive
neoassociationistic process, but still made business owners uncomfortable. Theoretically, some businesses
could have changed their name primarily due to these comments and jokes, which would challenge our
assumption that name changes data is a proxy variable for aggression. However, we did not encounter
such a case and business owners generally displayed strong reluctance to rebrand due to financial
considerations, even in the face of aggressive harassment, so we find it unlikely that these acts contributed
significantly to the decisions of business owners to rebrand.

Future Research

A psychological perspective on moral panics opens many new theoretical possibilities. The moral
panic has primarily been analyzed as a top-down phenomenon proceeding from the media while ignoring
the role of individuals. However, future research taking a psychological perspective would enable an
analytic framework that proceeds from a conceptualization of the moral panic as a sum of individual
psychologies, and explain how individual actions create a greater social phenomenon with emergent
properties, providing an alternative to prevailing top-down theories.
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Angelides has already pointed out the need to not only examine the effect of discourse on the
individual, but also of the individual on discourse in moral panics (Angelides 2004). In other words,
moral panics must be reconceptualized as a dynamic cycle between individuals and social attitudes, the
latter primarily represented by the media, rather than a one-way causal relationship. A psychological or
psychoanalytic perspective here can clarify examinations of this dynamic relationship. In terms of
cognitive neoassociation theory, this relationship can be conceptualized as how individual actions affect
the choices of the media, which in turn modifies negative affect. Moral panic theories ought to
incorporate a psychological perspective to advance towards more dynamic theories that account for
feedback relationships.

A psychological, interactionist approach to moral panics can also address prevailing concerns
about the assumption of a gullible, unquestioning public. That assumption essentially takes a strict
situationist approach, entirely failing to consider individual psychological differences stemming from
personality. Cognitive neoassociation theory can provide a plausible explanation for the mechanism of
action of personality effects, by understanding personality differences in dispositions to certain actions to
be varying strengths of certain links in the spreading-activation network (Bushman 1996). Berkowitz
(2011) asserted that “genetic factors, prior learning, and situational influences all enter to determine the
various strengths of [fight or flight] reactions.” For example, an individual with strong links leading to
aggressive nodes likely has an aggressive personality and is therefore more inclined to react strongly in a
moral panic.

Personality effects may also manifest during rationalization. LeBreton, Grimaldi, and Schoen
(2019) has proposed that individuals employ systematically faulty, conditional reasoning, in the form of
certain justification mechanisms, to justify aggression, which has been extensively validated empirically.
The propensity to employ conditional reasoning, or the ability to access justification mechanisms, is a
personality attribute that varies widely across individuals. Since rationalization is critical for individuals
in moral panics to permit themselves to aggress, these personality differences in conditional reasoning
capability likely mean that certain types of individuals are more likely to engage in aggressive action in
moral panics. A personality-focused examination of moral panics may also permit research into the
specific types of justification mechanisms used in various moral panics and their development. Research
into the personality profiles of individuals involved in moral panics from the perspective of cognitive
neoassociation theory and rationalization may prove fruitful.
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